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Summary
As far as gardeners and landscapers are 
concerned, grasses have a recent history 
as fashion accessories in horticulture. 
Until the late 1960s few ornamental 
grasses were cultivated. However, fol-
lowing design developments in the 1970s 
in Germany and Holland by Wolfgang 
Oehme, Piet Oudolf, and later by James 
van Sweden in the USA, grasses were 
planted widely in ornamental planting 
schemes. The demand grew out of three 
concepts: grid planting, wild meadow 
gardening and low maintenance garden-
ing in public landscapes. Attracted by 
the return-to-nature appearance of parks 
and gardens, private gardeners adopted 
and adapted the idea and created a de-
mand for many varieties of grasses. This 
style of garden design, new only in its 
use of repeated plantings of a set range 
of plants within a series of grid lines, 
could be viewed as a modernist reaction 
to the recent romantic revival of the Eng-
lish flower garden as espoused by Rose-
mary Verey and Penelope Hobhouse. In 
Australia, the idea was quickly taken 
up by several leading landscape design 
teams for the Sydney Olympics site at 
Homebush. It was extended to include 
native grasses, as well as the plants then 
in use in Europe and North America. The 
rehabilitation and conservation industry 
also played a role in building green and 
grassy awareness, particularly in relation 
to wetland construction and creek reha-
bilitation in urban areas. No account of 
the role played by 19th century Acclima-
tization Societies is given in this paper 
despite their considerable impact on the 
introduction of grassy weeds, mainly 
with the intention of improving pasture.

Early European influences
Early paintings and sketches of Adelaide 
houses and gardens show that grassy 
plants were amongst the first ornamental 
plants to be introduced. S.T. Gill’s 1850 
watercolour views of Prospect House 
(now known as Black Friars Priory Col-
lege) clearly show plantings of giant reed 
(Arundo donax L.) and pampas grass (Cor-
taderia selloana (Schult. & Schult.f.) Asch. 
& Graebn.). In a strictly utilitarian role A. 
donax was widely planted in the market 
gardens along the banks of the River Tor-
rens as a wind break and as a plant stake 
and acquired the name of ‘bamboo’, which 

it is not. In their own way each of these 
plants could be regarded as a weed, hav-
ing escaped from cultivation and invaded 
natural habitats. 

By the 1880s the colony was sufficiently 
established for wealthy citizens to adopt 
the fashion for things Japanese. Whilst 
few Japanese gardens were made (one 
survives still at Forest Lodge at Stirling in 
the Adelaide Hills) many Japanese grasses 
and other plants were imported directly by 
the Yokohama Trading Company. Among 
these grasses were several decorative 
forms of Eulalia (Miscanthus sinensis An-
dersson) and a number of attractive true 
bamboos. These ranged from forms with 
coloured stems – gold, black, and striped, 
to the giant bamboo still occasionally 
found in old gardens. With no plant quar-
antine measures in place at the time, there 
were no checks on the weed potential of 
any of these plants. Fortunately few have 
proven weedy, though feathertop (Penni-
setum villosum R.Br. ex Fresen.) and some 
others of the same genus have become 
serious problems. Another early intro-
duction was buffalo grass (Stenotaphrum 
secundatum (Walter) Kuntze) for drought 
and heat tolerant lawns. Even a variegated 
form was widely sold as a novelty suitable 
for cultivation in a hanging basket.

Somewhat later, sheep’s fescue (Festuca 
ovina L.) arrived as a novelty advertised 
as suitable for ribbon gardens, carpet 
bedding schemes, floral clocks and other 
Victorian-Edwardian frou-frou’s of horti-
culture. However, grasses were not held 
in high esteem as garden plants until 
recently. So great was the fear of snakes 
and fires that grasses were eschewed by all 
but the most ardent followers of Robinson 
(1893), the English gardening publisher 
and writer who advocated their use in 
his visionary English Flower Garden. Rob-
inson (1893) led a charge against the strict 
formalism imposed by carpet bedding 
and other garden mosaics and proposed 
a freer and slightly scruffy natural ap-
proach to garden making. Due to his en-
thusiasms for naturalism in gardens, we 
have quaking grass (Briza maxima L.) and 
shivery grass (Briza minor L.) as common 
garden weeds across the settled areas of 
southern Australia. Robinson’s followers 
included influential garden writers such 
as Gertrude Jekyll (n.d.) and her latter-day 
Australian disciple Edna Walling (1943). 

Acknowledgement should also be giv-
en to Frederick Law Olmstead, designer 
of New York’s Central Park and many 
other major landscape works, and Jens 
Jensen, the Chicago based landscaper who 
founded the Prairie School. The two were 
the principal proponents of naturalism in 
landscapes in the USA in the early 1900s.

Recent influences
The current wave of interest in using 
grasses has developed from two main 
sources: the emergence of a reaction in 
Europe and North America to the English 
flower garden style predominant in the 
1970s, and the landscaping for the Sydney 
Olympics site at Homebush.

Nurseries imported significant quanti-
ties of new plant material from European 
and North American sources to support 
the movement towards more natural look-
ing landscapes and domestic sites. These 
were passed through the rigorous quar-
antine procedures now in place to ensure 
that plants with disease carrying or weedy 
potential were not admitted. For most 
Poaceae the quarantine process is exhaus-
tive, lengthy and detailed and therefore 
expensive. Any business engaged in intro-
ducing decorative grasses faced a serious 
risk that the high costs involved could not 
be recovered if some plants were rejected. 
While this may have deterred many, some 
growers did successfully import Calama-
grostis, Carex, Chasmanthe, Chionochloa, 
Cymbopogon, Deschampsia, Elymus, Era-
grostis, Festuca, Glyceria, Hakonechloa, Heli-
cotrichon, Imperata, Leymus, Miscanthus, 
Molineria, Pennisetum, Restio, Setaria, and 
Stipa. A substantial range of useful and 
decorative bamboos was also introduced, 
for example Bambusa, Chimonobambusa, 
Phyllostachys, Pleioblastus, Pseudosasa, Sasa, 
Semiarundinaria and Shibataea.

All these species make very attractive 
and eye-catching garden features where 
conditions suit them, whether they are 
real grasses or grassy look-alikes such as 
the sedges and reeds. It could be assumed 
that all these and more have been assessed 
by the quarantine service as having no 
invasive weed potential, which may be 
surprising in view of the willingness of 
some to grow quite vigorously. Elymus 
magellanicus (E.Desv.) Á.Löve, various 
Restio spp. and Pennisetum cultivars are 
noteworthy in this respect. They could 
possibly be the next kikuyu (Pennisetum 
clandestinum Hochst. Ex Chiov.).

Several major books provide novel 
ideas about the role grasses can play in 
landscapes and gardens. In particular 
Oehme and van Sweden’s (1999) Bold 
Romantic Gardens acted as a strong stimu-
lus to American garden designers look-
ing for less labour intensive approaches 
than the typical English flower garden. 
This book proved very popular to leisure 
oriented Americans who use the basic 
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garden maintenance services of unskilled 
labourers.

The translations of Oudolf’s Designing 
with Plants (1999) and Planting the Natural 
Garden (2003) brought decorative grasses 
and their uses in landscape and garden 
design strongly to the fore worldwide. 
The impact of the design grid frame-work 
for planting, as demonstrated in the pub-
lic parks systems of the Netherlands and 
Germany, led to the concept that became 
known internationally as ‘The Dutch 
Wave’. This was later known as ‘The New 
Wave’ following adoption on the east 
coast of the USA and in the UK. It was this 
idea that found expression in the Millen-
nium Markers. The Millennium Markers 
are significant features of Olympic Park 
in the Sydney suburb of Homebush. 
Such modernist approaches to landscape 
design can be interpreted as a reaction to 
the previously fashionable and heavily 
romanticized English flower garden style 
developed by Rosemary Verey, Penelope 
Hobhouse and other English lady garden-
ers from the twin-set-and-pearls school of 
design.

Current attitudes and approaches
Welded to this idea of naturalism in Aus-
tralia has been the drive by conservation-
ists to slow the rate of ecological change 
in the local landscape, flora and fauna. We 
now see a proliferation of urban wetlands 
and restored watercourses in the suburbs 
and an increasing use of native grasses in 
median strips and roadside verges. These 
developments are widely acclaimed as 
being appropriate in a degree superior to 
other plants hardy in such situations. It is 
really too early to assess the validity of such 
enthusiastic statements. From a glance at 
the median strip along Portrush Road in 
Adelaide’s eastern suburbs, it is difficult to 
consider the aesthetic appeal of kangaroo 
grass (Themeda triandra Forssk.), long-leaf 
matrush (Lomandra longifolia Labill.) and 
tussock grass (Poa labillardierei Steud.). 
They collect hamburger packs, milk cof-
fee cartons and plastic shopping bags 
almost as well as ground-cover roses. At 
least either option is more appealing than 
plastic turf. One can only wonder what the 
reaction would be should some watchful 
arsonist notice the heavily thatched berms 
that now separate Robe Terrace from the 
city ring road at Medindie, north of Ad-
elaide’s CBD. An urban bush-fire seems a 
distinct possibility.

How to view this grassy fad, some would 
say imperative, in gardens and landscapes 
is problematical because there are at least 
two views of ecological change that are 
representative of the diverse community 
appreciation of anthropogenic landscapes. 
At one end of the perspective spectrum are 
those that argue for as much of the urban 
open spaces as possible to be returned to 
their original state so that wildlife and 
ecosystems are restored and our culture 
becomes more truly Australian. 

The other end of the spectrum can typi-
cally be found in letters to The Advertiser, 
the local Adelaide newspaper, bemoaning 
the browning of the city’s green spaces. 
These make a recurring plea for green 
grass in summer, which clearly demon-
strates our cultural addiction to traditions 
and expectations of the landscape that are 
not related to living in, and accepting, this 
place as home. Even a well-known local 
brothel madam promoted the greening of 
Adelaide’s famous Parklands as one of her 
main electoral platforms when she stood 
for city council elections. Such a dedica-
tion to green civic spaces is noteworthy.

In the middle is a range of dithering 
opinions about the role to be played 
by native and exotic plants, including 
grasses, in our private and public urban 
landscapes. These wax and wane with the 
pronunciations of landscape fashionistas, 
be they Anglo-European, American or 
Australian: grass in, grass out; roses in, 
roses out; natives in, natives out; native 
grasses in… What comes next?

Grasses have demonstrated that they 
are not the answer to low maintenance, 
perpetually attractive public or private 
landscapes. They require as much main-
tenance as any other roadside planting, 
both to remove roadside litter and to keep 
them growing well. Many varieties are 
comparatively short lived, especially in 
difficult and less than ideal settings such 
as roadside verges and areas of high pe-
destrian traffic. They require de-thatching 
and careful mowing, feeding and general 
care, and replanting once they are past 
their use by date. For the time being, 
native seed or tube-stock is regarded as 
politically correct. Local government 
authorities have yet to make assessments 
about their maintenance costs, and local 
residents have yet to appraise their appeal 
in the longer term.

Exotic grasses appear to be out of 
favour with public landscapers but in-
terested home gardeners are responding  

imaginatively to the improved range of 
exotic and native grasses available through 
perennial and specialist nurseries. For 
home gardeners the issues of maintenance, 
politically correct replanting, and longevity 
are less important than the impact grasses 
can have on designed garden scenes. Issues 
of weedy potential are largely assumed to 
have been taken care of by the plant quar-
antine regulations and procedures. 

Concluding remarks
From my perspective as a garden historian 
who takes a long-term point of view, our 
situation appears not much different to 
that prevailing in Roman times. Just as the 
Ancient Romans complained about the loss 
of wild habitat, and with it the loss of wild 
oxen and wild boar and tried to establish 
Imperial Parks to preserve the hunting, 
present day society has its own concerns 
about conservation of habitat and wildlife. 
Their motivations may have been different 
to that of present day conservationists but 
the challenge was the same: to slow or halt 
the change from the wild landscape to the 
landscape of civilization.

Within that slow transgression between 
the wild and the cultivated that history 
suggests is inevitable, however carefully 
managed by conservation principles, 
grasses will play their part as features 
of built and constructed landscapes. The 
rigorous monitoring and control of the im-
portation and sale of ornamental grasses 
will enable designers and gardeners to 
enjoy using these graceful hardy plants 
in their landscapes while at the same time 
ensuring, in so far as possible, that they are 
not a threat to local ecosystems.
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